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Tales of Cloud Fabrics and Breathing Forms
Artistic Research into Early Film Colors and Alternative Film 
Histories in the Work of Alexandra Navratil
Eva Hielscher
The early film colors produced by tinting, toning, hand col -
oring, and stencil coloring are anything but compromises in need of 
improvement or primitive precursors of perfected—qua “natural” (or
mimetic)—film color processes. On the contrary, as has also been em-
phasized in film historical research in recent decades, the autonomous
colors of silent cinema that were applied to the black-and-white film
images retrospectively, have their very own aesthetics, functional prin-
ciples, and material qualities.1
Alexandra Navratil’s work is also a form of research, an artistic
exploration of precisely these aspects of early film colors, examining
the material basis, aesthetics, and techniques used in producing them,
and giving them—in particular, tinting and stencil coloring2—an alter-
native existence: an extended life of their own that lends a completely
new meaning to the notion of autonomous film colors. It also reflects
on the contextual settings and the ways the film (color) industry inter -
twined with other areas of production in the modern industrial age.
Thus, in All That Slides, Strikes, Rises and Falls (2015), the Swiss artist—
an Amsterdamer by choice for many years—underscores the relation -
ship between the motion picture and textile industries and makes this
visible on the (color) material level.3 The woven lengths of fabric, cre-
ated in collaboration with the TextielMuseum in Tilburg, Netherlands,
show greatly enlarged tinted film strips with images of cloud configu-
rations—motifs Navratil has borrowed from silent nonfiction films from
the collection of the EYE Filmmuseum in Amsterdam. Various parallels
spring to mind associating the weaving together of a textile fabric and
the knitting together of a cinematic fabric from individual shots by
means of montage.4 But Navratil probes far deeper into the material.
The cotton that is the basis of her weaving work points to one of the
main components of celluloid film.5 Cotton—or cotton cellulose, to be
more precise—served not only as a natural product for the textile in-
dustry but also as a raw material for the plasticized cellulose nitrate
base that was, up until the 1950s, the support on which the photo-
graphic emulsion of a film was coated.6 In addition to this similarity,
how ever, it is above all the color in Navratil’s large-format textile film
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strips that demonstrates the material interweaving of the two industries
and also allows us to reflect on the tinting process. The three colored
lengths of fabric in orange, yellow, and dark pink refer both to dyed
textile fabrics and to tinted film strips that are hung up to dry after
 immersion in dye solutions and which form the basis for this work. In
fact, the silent film industry made use of exactly the same synthetic
dyes that had been used for textiles since the second half of the nine-
teenth century. Navratil’s woven film strips are a translation, in formal
terms, of the film industry’s “appropriation” of these aniline dyes. Here,
the dyes are literally taken over from the textile industry to color the
fabric films, which are actually woven together from dyed yarns.
But this is also exactly where the essential difference lies, inas-
much as Navratil’s work is a departure that goes beyond the material-
ity of early film colors and breathes an alternative life into the tinting
process—detached, in fact, from the original technique. For the fabric
film strips are not, as is customary with conventional tinting, colored
later on by exposing the whole surface of a black-and-white film to 
the dye. Instead, Navratil “atomizes” the act of coloring by weaving
to gether individual color threads, making the coloration an intrinsic
part of the very process of creating the film strips and the film images.
The individual dyed thread serves as the basic element from which the
woven film is composed. Therefore, in contrast to cinematic and pho-
tographic materials, the fabric film has no base or, to be more precise,
there is no separation between the layers of base, image, and color.7
The base itself, the cotton fabric, is the image and the color layer, spun
together from countless individual threads.
A second aspect is the specific color mix of the weave, which
transforms the original mode of tinting, alters its essential character,
and converts it into another existence. For the fabric film strips are com-
posed of different color tones, even if, when seen from a distance, the
effect they produce is (as in conventional tinting) monochromatic. On
the one hand, the simultaneous production of image, color, and base
in one and the same material layer requires the use not only of colored
yarns, but also of black, gray, and white strands, which reproduce the
contours of the cloud images as well as the perforations and other
 details appearing on the edges of the film. On the other, threads with
different color gradations are woven into the fabric to create the im-
pression of a monochrome orange, yellow, or pink tone. Thus, the yellow
fabric film contains a deep dark brown in addition to a variety of yellow
tones in order to achieve the warm yellow produced by the original 
tinting. The weaving technique also plays a role, determining the way
the threads criss-cross as they are woven and specifying the accent
given to each thread (i.e., color tone). The resulting color meshwork is
thus reminiscent of the way colors are mixed in painting, especially in
pointillism. Moreover, it also conjures up references to those additive
mimetic color processes in film and photography—as well as in digital
image (re)production—that create the impression of color with pat-
terns of colored dots (as in the case of the Autochrome) or arrays of
colored stripes (as in the case of Dufaycolor).8
The mixing of colors in Navratil’s work thus approximates the
color effect of the original nitrate film strips produced by other means.
It is a translation, of the kind that is also practiced in film restoration.
Giovanna Fossati, chief curator at EYE Filmmuseum and professor of
film heritage and digital film culture at the University of Amsterdam,
has repeatedly stressed that the (digital) restoration of film colors is 
always a “simulation” of historical colors—owing to the new technolo-
gies and materials involved in the restoration process—which seeks to
get as close as possible to the original archive film.9 Through her ex-
pressive interpretation of the tinted films as woven lengths of fabric,
Navratil also emphasizes the fact that reproduction by other means
can only ever be an approximation, which at the same time grants the
historical film colors a new, complementary existence: a life as a cellu-
lose-based textile film, in which the film colors exist independently of
the idea of an underlying support medium and in which the tinting is
disengaged from the comprehensive overall coloring of the film strip,
to continue its existence in “atomized form” in the individual elements
of the material.
The idea of an independent existence ultimately makes an im-
pact on the pictorial level too. The cloud configurations, constantly
changing phenomena that are inherently transient, are shown out of
context and exist in largely autonomous form independently of the un-
derlying events of a large fire (orange), the volcanic activity of Kraka-
toa (yellow), or the output of a candle factory (pink). Navratil creates
new and free-form film (hi)stories, which she spins on the levels of ma-
terial, color, and image.
The telling of alternative (color) film (hi)stories is also the 
central feature of her most recent work. Split/Hatch/Mutate/Double
(2019), a double projection of two looped 16 mm films, focuses on sten-
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cil coloring. Back in 2013, Navratil’s Views (This Formless Thing) inves-
tigated this color process from the silent era, in which up to six colors
were applied to a black-and-white film print using cut-out stencils (one
stencil per color). However, while in 2013 the main concern was the
 result of the coloring process in the moving images,10 the new work
 focuses on the stencils themselves. The left-hand side of the projection
shows original stencils used by the French film production company
Pathé from the Cinémathèque française collection,11 combined with
text elements on the right-hand side that express the artist’s poetic 
observations and associations relating, among other things, to color,
the processes of transmuting substances, metamorphoses, and the be-
ginnings of the chemical industry, inspired by her viewing of numer-
ous early films. 
The stencils are conventional transparent film strips with
blanks created by cutting out the areas to be colored from a black-
and-white print and then washing off the emulsion. The yellow tone 
of the stencils, visible in Navratil’s work in projected and moving form,
can be accounted for by the cellulose nitrate base, whose material
color is made evident in the new 16 mm print, which is based on a scan
of the original 35 mm stencils. Nevertheless, the work appears “color-
reduced,” almost colorless, it might seem—even in the cloud-like back-
ground elements on the right-hand side. But on a conceptual level, the
projection is fizzing with color inasmuch as it presents the material basis
and functional principle of the stencil coloring technique with the help
of outlines that change from frame to frame. Here, Navratil makes
color, detached from its actual chromaticity and reference object, vis-
ible—as breathing forms that contain all the color information and re-
veal a covert existence for the film colors. An independent life separate
from the colored film images, recounting an alternative and comple-
mentary (film) history of stencil coloring.
Navratil pushes this autonomous presence even further: by
slowing down the forms in their movements and transformations, she
pieces them together in an abstract animation that exists as a muta-
tion of the original color stencils—and ultimately, in relation to the pro-
jection as a whole, as a modification of itself too. For as the films on
the left and right sides differ in length and run unsynchronized, there
is a constant variability in the way the images, stencil shapes, and text
elements interact, a dynamic that also incorporates the sound compo-
sition by Natalia Domínguez Rangel, which is a combination of the
soundtracks of the two films. As in the early days of cinema—and early
film colors—when screening events combined silent moving images
with musical accompaniment, explanations by film narrators, and pro-
jected glass slides, image, text, and (accompanying) sound are only
loosely connected in Navratil’s work: they have no fixed form inscribed
on a common base—rather their mutability as individually coupled el-
ements gives them the potential to generate possible variations and
alternative (color) film histories. Alexandra Navratil sharpens our sen-
sibility, training our gaze on these (hi)stories, which depart from the
conventional idea of the medium of film (as the projection of moving
images on a screen in a darkened cinema) and its colors, alerting us to
other possibilities and at the same time researching their material basis
and properties. In this sense, her works, her cloud fabrics and breathing
forms, also engage in an artistic form of media archaeology—they are
artistic research projects that delve into the material science of early
film colors.
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